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Abstract 
Social media proliferate in personal and business life and facilitate professionals’ 
learning through information seeking without spatial and temporal restrictions. 
Although prior studies have begun to investigate linkages between social media and 
professionals’ learning, they have yet to scrutinize characteristics of social media-based 
learning by considering features of social media. Whether this type of learning can result 
in favorable outcomes remains a mystery for scholars and practitioners. Accordingly, we 
develop a construct termed social media-enabled fragmented learning to conceptualize 
the phenomenon where professionals use multiple social media tools to learn for work-
oriented purposes at any time and place. A nomological network is designed to explain 
the value of this type of learning. A measurement scale can be developed for future 
empirical work. This study expects to contribute to literature on social media, workplace 
learning, and adult learning, and provide suggestions for managers and professionals. 
Keywords:  Social media, fragmented learning, informal learning, business professionals 
Introduction 
Social media have become commonplace in people’s daily life. The number of active social media users 
reached 3.4 billion by the end of 2018, accounting for 42 percent of total global population (Smith 2019). A 
survey suggests that users spend an average of 135 minutes per day in social media-based spaces (Statista 
2017). In the eye of business professionals, multiple social media tools act as not only facilitators of daily 
communication in personal life but also as assistants for completing work in business life. For work-related 
purposes, enterprise social media exclusively serve communication between internal employees during 
working hours (Leonardi 2014). Personal social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and WeChat) 
complements enterprise social media by enabling professionals to interact with internal and external work 
connections (e.g., coworkers, clients, and suppliers) without spatial and temporal restrictions 
(Song et al. 2019). Nowadays, using personal social media for non-work-related purposes (e.g., 
socializing) in the workplace is also common (Kühnel et al. 2017). These facts reveal that professionals 
use social media across the boundary between personal and business life. 
In the ever-changing work environment, business professionals are essentially learning workers since they 
are expected to continuously improve personal knowledge, skills, and abilities to meet organizational and 
occupational requirements (Noe et al. 2013). In comparison with workplace training, seeking and acquiring 
work-related and career-related information inside and outside the workplace is a more effective learning 
method (Choi and Jacobs 2011). We deem that social media, especially mobile applications, can aid 
professionals to learn in a fragmented manner because their application crosses the boundary between 
personal and business life and facilitates professionals’ access to various information sources at any time 
and place (Kwahk and Park 2018; Pan et al. 2015). Nonetheless, little is known regarding what characterizes 
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this type of learning, how features of social media support it, and which activities it contains. Accordingly, 
professionals have been given few suggestions about how to utilize ubiquitous social media tools to fulfill 
their own learning needs. Additionally, due to unclear understanding about the value of this type of learning, 
organizational managers may hesitate to encourage professionals to learn via social media and thus miss 
the opportunity to improve the workforce with advanced technologies (Thomas and Akdere 2013).  
Although some scholars have noted the application of social media to professionals’ learning (e.g., Breunig 
2016; Leino and Tanhua P. 2012; Thompson 2011), they have yet to clearly conceptualize how professionals 
learn in social media-based spaces in a fragmented manner. In terms of research focus, prior studies 
predominantly center on formal and informal learning in organizational settings (London and Hall 2011; 
Schreurs and De Laat 2014), but tend to neglect the fact that professionals may acquire work-related and 
career-related information during off hours and outside the workplace (Rollins et al. 2014; Thomas and 
Akdere 2013). A comprehensive investigation of professionals’ social media-enabled learning inside and 
outside the workplace fills a gap in the literature. In research findings, scholars have discussed professionals’ 
experience of and perceptions on using social media for learning (Heo and Lee 2013; Leino and Tanhua P. 
2012; Thompson 2011) and contextual factors influencing professionals’ learning intentions and behaviors 
(Breunig 2016). However, the fragmentation characteristic of social media-based learning has never been 
scrutinized. In addition, these research findings are derived from case studies focusing on certain 
occupations such as salespersons (Rollins et al. 2014) or self-employed workers (Thompson 2011). More 
empirical studies are required to validate benefits of social media-enabled learning for general professionals.  
To close these gaps, this study intends to develop a construct termed social media-enabled fragmented 
learning (SMEFL), defined as activities through which professionals learn piecemeal work-related or 
career-related knowledge by using multiple social media at any time and place. For construct clarity, we 
elucidate the characteristics and taxonomy of SMEFL and propose an initial theoretical model linking 
SMEFL to professionals’ job performance and job satisfaction. Based on our conceptualization, a 
measurement scale can be developed for conducting empirical studies in the future. Our work has potential 
to contribute to literature on social media, workplace learning, and adult learning. We also expect to help 
managers and professionals better understand the emerging learning phenomenon and benefit from it. 
Theoretical Foundation and Literature Review 
The Nature of Professionals’ Learning 
Although a few studies interpret learning as an outcome of transforming experience (e.g., Kukenberger et 
al. 2015), scholars predominantly regard professionals’ learning as activities for enhancing individual 
knowledge, skills, and abilities (e.g., Escribá-Carda et al. 2017; Nikolova et al. 2014; Zhu 2017) as well as 
micro-level processes underpinning organizational capability (e.g., Wang et al. 2018). Learning activities 
occur when professionals participate in social practices and interact with others in specific social contexts 
(Lave and Wenger 1991), wherein cognitions and actions play important roles. The literature has indicated 
that professionals’ learning positively relates to individuals’ job performance (e.g., Escribá-Carda et al. 2017; 
Park and Choi 2016) and job satisfaction (e.g., Cerasoli et al. 2018; Zhu 2017). 
Professionals’ learning, classified as organizational-focused or occupational-focused learning activities, is 
essentially work-oriented (Blau et al. 2008). Specifically, organizations create conditions for the 
occurrence of organizational-focused learning (Blau et al. 2008), in order to enhance professionals’ 
knowledge about tasks, roles, groups, and organizational domains (Xu et al. 2010) as well as to directly help 
professionals complete tasks better (Wang et al. 2014). Occupational-focused learning is not required or 
initiated by organizations, but it can enhance professionals’ occupational competence and long-term 
employability, thereby indirectly contributing to professionals’ work achievements (Blau et al. 2008).   
Further, professionals’ informal learning activities dominate in practice. Almost 80 percent of what 
employees learn within organizations comes from personal experience or interpersonal interactions in daily 
work (Marsick and Volpe 1999; Noe et al. 2013). In contrast, formal workplace learning (e.g., training) 
that is predetermined under a certain framework and organized in a standard manner merely exerts limited 
influence (Choi and Jacobs 2011). In adult learning, most activities involving the pursuit of knowledge or 
skills are also informal since they are not guided or confined by curricular criteria (Livingstone 2001).  
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The Relationship Between Social Media and Professionals’ Learning 
Social media refer to a group of web 2.0 applications that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated 
content (UGC), including blogs, microblogs, social networking sites (SNS), wikis, really simple syndication 
(RSS), online forums, and podcasts (Forsgren and Byström 2018; Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). Social media 
offer effective channels through which professionals seek, acquire, and exchange information by interacting 
with coworkers, work partners in other firms, industry experts, or like-minded people whom they do not 
know (Pan et al. 2015; Sigala and Chalkiti 2015; Song et al. 2019). For professionals, seeking out needed 
information from internal and external sources can lead to favorable learning outcomes (Wang et al. 2014). 
Research on linkages between social media and professionals’ learning is at a nascent stage. Some scholars 
have recognized advantages of social media for supporting formal workplace learning (Andriole 2010; Leino 
and Tanhua P. 2012; London and Hall 2011). By conducting exploratory or interpretive qualitative studies, 
they have concluded that because professionals prefer the participatory and interactive learning climate in 
social media-based spaces, they tend to accept the influences of training on their cognition and action and 
finally achieve better training outcomes (Andriole 2010; Leino and Tanhua P. 2012; London and Hall 2011). 
Thomas and Akdere (2013) assert that “informal learning is the most appropriate approach for utilizing 
collaborative media tools for workplace learning”. Schreurs and De Laat (2014) further highlight the 
significance of social media and networking for professionals’ informal learning. Research in this stream 
unravels that social media tools (e.g., wikis, blogs, microblogs, and social networking 
sites) support professionals’ informal workplace learning by facilitating their communication, 
collaboration, and knowledge sharing with coworkers who are collocated or geographically dispersed 
(Breunig 2016; Leonardi 2014; Leonardi 2015). Specifically, professionals’ vicarious learning (through 
observations) and experiential learning (through interactions) in the workplace are ensured since social 
media visualize coworkers’ expertise and communication networks (Leonardi 2014; Leonardi 2015; 
Schreurs and De Laat 2014). 
However, only a few studies focus on the application of social media to adult learning that is beyond the 
workplace context. They describe social media-based spaces as a personal learning environment in which 
professionals engage in different levels of interaction with various types of social media users including 
coworkers (Heo and Lee 2013; Pan et al. 2015; Song and Lee 2014). For example, salespeople and self-
employed workers can learn for work-related purposes by creating or consuming blogs, microblogs or other 
contents in online communities at any time and place (Rollins et al. 2014; Thompson 2011).  
In conclusion, no one single study has simultaneously scrutinized professionals’ work-oriented informal 
learning in social media-based spaces within and outside the workplace. Further, prior studies have yet to 
pinpoint the unique characteristics of this type of learning by linking features or functions of social media. 
Therefore, a clear conceptualization of this type of learning is necessary.    
Social Media-Enabled Fragmented Learning  
Definition 
On the basis of the literature review and observation of the phenomenon, we introduce the construct of 
social media-enabled fragmented learning (SMEFL) of business professionals that refers to activities 
through which business professionals learn piecemeal work-related or career-related knowledge out of 
their own needs by using various (mobile) social media applications at any time and place, for the purpose 
of solving work problems, developing personal skills, or improving long-term employability. We apply 
SMEFL to a comprehensive consideration of situations in which professionals learn from wide information 
sources for work-oriented purposes inside or outside the workplace in an informal manner.  
With the popularization of digital technologies and portable devices, the term fragmented learning 
originally emerged as the representation of a new online education/training style like massive online open 
courses (MOOCs). However, SMEFL is different from MOOCs. In MOOCs, learning materials are split into 
fragmented pieces and are provided by instructors/trainers to learners/trainees remotely in small chucks 
of time. In SMEFL, learning materials are pieces of information contributed by other social media users 
rather than a prescriptive curriculum (Thompson 2011). SMEFL activities that occur outside of education 
or training settings are controlled by professionals themselves (Song and Lee 2014).  
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Characteristics 
Since SMEFL is essentially informal, SMEFL and informal learning in traditional contexts have some 
characteristics in common. Scholars in workplace learning and adult learning have realized that informal 
learning must be: (1) experiential and situated; (2) unstructured and unsystematic in terms of learning 
content and forms; and (3) activated by learners’ own needs and directed by learners themselves 
(Livingstone 2001; Marsick and Volpe 1999). In the SMEFL context, informality is manifested as below: 
 Professionals learn intentionally or unintentionally through their experience of using social media tools; 
 Knowledge acquired in social media-based spaces is not systematically organized like a curriculum; 
 Professionals themselves decide when, where, and with which social media tools to carry out activities 
that support learning and select what to learn, given their own needs and at their own pace.  
Nonetheless, due to features of social media, SMEFL is more fragmented than other types of professionals’ 
informal learning in terms of learning content, learning forms, and learners’ reactions. The fragmentation 
in learning content is caused by the fact that all social media users are given the opportunity to contribute 
learning content that is visible to other users. First, numerous content contributors bring about massive 
amounts of information that involves various knowledge domains. Especially, non-mainstream areas of 
knowledge become increasingly known by learners (Song and Lee 2014). Second, pieces of information that 
are generated by various users are independent of each other and uncertain. For example, professionals 
may find it hard to predict what will appear on the homepage of their online friends, within online forums, 
or from RSS feeds. Further, information obtained from social media-based spaces is brief, frequently 
updated, and quickly transmitted. For example, microblog users are allowed to update posts of no more 
than 140 characters and followers can view these potential learning materials immediately. 
Fragmented learning time and multiple learning spaces and media reflect the fragmentation in learning 
forms. With the aid of portable devices, professionals can access social media applications for business and 
personal purposes at any time and place; SMEFL activities are thus likely to occur without temporal and 
spatial restrictions (Kwahk and Park 2018). Besides, even small chunks of time are enough for professionals 
to engage in SMEFL activities. For example, professionals may figure out solutions to work issues through 
the discussion with coworkers in SNS. They can also browse industry information that is recommended by 
RSS feeds when commuting, eating, waiting, or preparing for sleep. Various types of social media tools, 
such as blogs, microblogs, SNS and wikis, act as channels through which professionals contact with 
coworkers, clients, and suppliers (Forsgren and Byström 2018), and network with like-minded people in 
online communities (Pan et al. 2015). These interactions provide rich learning resources to professionals. 
Further, social media technologies support multiple information formats like text, image, audio, and video 
(Kaplan and Haenlein 2010), catering for professionals’ learning needs in various situations. 
Fragmented attention of learners mirrors the reaction that professionals make to SMEFL. Faced with vast 
amounts of fragmented knowledge that is updated quickly, professionals tend to pay impromptu and 
momentary attention to each piece of information in order to identify something valuable. In addition, 
situations in which SMEFL activities occur are flexible. Professionals can engage in SMEFL activities when 
carrying out multiple tasks across social media platforms, such as viewing tweets in the intervals of chatting 
with Facebook friends. SMEFL activities may also occur when professionals use social media to cross the 
boundary between business and personal life. For example, professionals often use SNS to contact with 
work partners at home or view career-related information in online communities during work breaks. In 
comparison with traditional media (e.g., newspapers, broadcasts, and TV shows), social media 
allow professionals to more easily search, record, and review content by providing functions like tagging, 
liking, collecting and reposting. Characteristics of SMEFL are summarized in Table 1. 
Table 1. Characteristics of SMEFL 
Aspect Description 
Fragmentation in learning 
content 
 A large amount of information 
 Wide knowledge domains  
 Pieces of information are independent of each other 
 Information is uncertainty 
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 Information is brief, frequently updated, and fast transmitted 
Fragmentation 
in learning 
forms 
Fragmented 
learning time 
 Without temporal restriction 
 Occurs in fragmented time 
Multiple 
learning spaces 
 Without spatial restriction 
Multiple 
learning media 
 Rich information sources and channels 
 Diverse information formats 
Fragmentation in attention  Impromptu and momentary attention to pieces of information 
Others  Occurs along with multiple tasks 
 Occurs along with boundary crossing 
 Easy to search, record, and review learning materials  
Table 1. Characteristics of SMEFL 
Taxonomy 
By referring to the literature on social media and informal learning, we have categorized SMEFL activities 
into four types based on two dimensions. We identify degree of interactivity as one dimension because 
workplace learning research asserts that professionals can learn through interacting with others (Doornbos 
et al. 2008; Noe et al. 2013). This dimension also corresponds to the nature of social media. Leonardi (2014)  
has realized that social media technologies help establish an interactive learning environment in which 
professionals can learn by interacting with others directly or indirectly. Specifically, direct interactions are 
dialogic and interpersonal (Kim et al. 2017). They involve synchronous and asynchronous communication 
between users (Dado and Bodemer 2017). By contrast, indirect interactions are unidirectional, which means 
that learners consume content created by other users but leave no feedback or comments (Kim et al. 2017). 
Indirect interactions can be non-interpersonal and mediated by events in which users jointly participate 
during a period of time (Dado and Bodemer 2017). One example of such events is that professionals use 
wikis to collaboratively edit articles.  
According to prior informal learning research, degree of intentionality is the other dimension (e.g., Cerasoli 
et al. 2018; Clough et al. 2008; Doornbos et al. 2008; Marsick and Volpe 1999). Intentional and 
unintentional learning differ in whether professionals have expected learning goals in advance (Clough et 
al. 2008). Professionals’ intentional learning refers to proactive searching, acquiring and accumulating 
work-related or career-related knowledge for the purpose of improving personal occupational skills (Noe et 
al. 2013). In contrast, unintentional SMEFL activities occur as a byproduct of work (Doornbos et al. 2008). 
In this case, solving work problems is the paramount goal of using social media tools. In addition, accessing 
to work-related or career-related information serendipitously when using social media for non-work-
related purposes (e.g., to pass the time) is the other type of unintentional learning. Description of the 
four types and examples are presented in Table 2. 
Table 2. Taxonomy of SMEFL 
 Degree of interactivity 
Direct interactions Indirect interactions 
Degree of 
intentionality 
Intentional 
learning 
(with 
expected 
learning 
goals) 
Learning by asking others for 
information that is helpful for 
work or career development.  
 
Learning by subscribing to, 
searching, tagging, and reading UGC, 
or by reposting UGC to record the 
information. 
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e.g., asking for learning 
materials from online friends 
(including internal or external 
work partners and members 
of communities of interest) on 
SNS, blogs, microblogs, or 
online forums 
e.g., subscribing to content created 
by other users on SNN, blogs, or 
microblogs; using RSS to receive 
information related to learning 
interests; reposting others’ posts to 
personal homepage 
Unintentional 
learning 
(without 
expected 
learning 
goals) 
Learning along with 
communicating or discussing 
work-related information with 
others to complete work. 
 
e.g., synchronous 
communication (including 
real-time dialogues) or 
asynchronous communication 
(including posting comments 
or questions) with coworkers, 
customers, clients, or external 
work partners on SNS, blogs, 
or microblogs 
Learning along with working 
together with others on 
interdependent tasks or along with 
browsing UGC to pass the time.  
 
e.g., observing coworkers’ 
conversations on SNS or in chat 
groups; searching and reading 
project records on corporate wikis; 
jointly editing an article with 
coworkers on corporate wikis; or 
browsing posts of other users on 
SNS, blogs, microblogs, or online 
forums for filling up spare time  
Table 2. Taxonomy of SMEFL 
An Initial Theoretical Model for SMEFL 
As recommended by MacKenzie et al. (2011), a nomological network linking the focal construct to other 
constructs can help construct clarity. In order to elucidate potential benefits of SMEFL as a new type of 
professional learning, we develop propositions regarding its relationships with favorable outcomes and 
explain mechanisms by considering its fragmentation characteristic. Specifically, we follow prior research 
(i.e., Cerasoli et al. 2018; Escribá-Carda et al. 2017; Park and Choi 2016; Zhu 2017) to identify individuals’ 
task performance, innovative performance, and job satisfaction as important outcomes of professionals’ 
learning in organizational settings. An initial theoretical model is presented in Figure 1.  
 
Figure 1.  An Initial Theoretical Model for SMEFL 
Research has indicated that professionals with rich and appropriate knowledge can better navigate their 
way towards a solution to work problems (Cerasoli et al. 2018). Completing tasks requires professionals to 
possess and utilize abundant technical knowledge (e.g., job skills) and social knowledge (e.g., 
organizational rules and culture) (Xu et al. 2010; Zhu 2017). Since, in SMEFL, professionals are 
able to clearly view information created by members in various social networks (i.e., coworkers, 
external work partners, or online friends) and locate authors (Leonardi 2015), they are thus 
more likely to obtain rich knowledge from right sources and correspondingly enhance their own stock of 
knowledge, skills, and abilities. Thus, engagement in SMEFL can lead to superior task performance. 
Scholars have realized that professionals’ creativity and innovation at work are based on active search for 
different perspectives as well as the integration and redevelopment of them (Escribá-Carda et al. 2017; 
Leonardi 2014). Wang et al. (2014) argue that knowledge from third-party sources like external work 
partners and industry experts is often more inspiring for stimulating professionals’ innovative behaviors. 
In SMEFL, learning materials for searching, acquiring, and interpreting at any time and place are real-time, 
SMEFL 
Task performance 
Innovative performance 
Job satisfaction 
P1 
P2 
P3 
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independent, and unpredictable information generated by various sources; professionals are thus provided 
with the opportunity to enlarge visions and grasp inspiration. Therefore, professionals who engage in 
SMEFL are more likely to achieve innovative performance.  
Job satisfaction is an attitude resulting from a professional’s evaluation of his/her job (Cerasoli et al. 2018; 
Zhu 2017). Engagement in SMEFL may positively relate to professionals’ job satisfaction for several reasons. 
First, SMEFL contains learning activities that occur when professionals use social media at work. 
Professionals who engage in SMEFL are likely to be satisfied with their jobs because they may feel that the 
jobs offer them the chance of improving their personal knowledge and skills and fulfilling their own needs 
for personal growth (Zhu 2017). Second, after enriching their personal knowledge stock by conducting 
SMEFL activities, professionals may perceive a higher degree of fit with jobs and occupations. Their job 
satisfaction can thus be enhanced (Xu et al. 2010). Formally stated, 
Proposition 1: Professionals’ engagement in SMEFL positively relates to task performance. 
Proposition 2: professionals’ engagement in SMEFL positively relates to innovative performance. 
Proposition 3: professionals’ engagement in SMEFL positively relates to job satisfaction.  
Future Work 
One promising research avenue is to validate the initial theoretical model in multiple contexts. The survey 
method will be adopted due to its strength in capturing the essence of field work and guaranteeing 
generalization. Online survey will be conducted via third-party institutions (e.g., MTurk). Task performance 
and job satisfaction can be measured using items from Zhu (2017). Measurement scales for innovative 
performance can be adapted from Escribá-Carda et al. (2017). However, given that prior studies on 
professionals’ learning in social media-enabled spaces are conceptual or descriptive (e.g., Breunig 2016; 
Rollins et al. 2014) and extant measurement techniques for workplace learning fail to reflect SMEFL 
activities (e.g., Noe et al. 2013; Park and Choi 2016), a specific survey instrument for SMEFL should be 
developed. Following procedures proposed by MacKenzie et al. (2011), we will first consult prior literature 
and interview professionals to generate questionnaire items measuring the extent to which professionals 
engage in SMEFL activities in daily life. Our taxonomy of SMEFL activities (see Table 2) can guide this work. 
Then, we will invite scholars and professionals to help refine the scale and conduct two rounds of data 
collection among professionals from various industries to validate the instrument. The first round aims at 
assessing the convergent and discriminant validity and reliability of the scale to justify the item purification. 
The second round is for checking the predictive validity of the purified scale by testing correlations between 
SMEFL and other learning constructs (e.g., individual learning) (Zhu 2017). For each survey, the 
minimal ratio of sample size to the number of items is expected to range from 3:1 to 10:1 (MacKenzie et al. 
2011). As in prior studies (e.g., Kwahk and Park 2018; Wang et al. 2018), structural equation modeling 
techniques (e.g., Mplus) will be employed to analyze data. We can also extend the initial theoretical model 
by exploring other antecedents and consequences of SMEFL.      
Conclusion 
Given the immaturity of research on the application of social media to professionals’ learning, we develop 
a construct termed social media-enabled fragmented learning (SMEFL) to conceptualize the phenomenon 
where professionals learn piecemeal work-related or career-related knowledge from various information 
sources when using social media across the boundary between personal and business life. Its characteristics, 
taxonomy, and relationships with professionals’ task performance, innovative performance and job 
satisfaction are discussed for construct clarity. To offer a precondition for conducting empirical studies, our 
follow-up work is to develop and validate a measurement scale for SMEFL following rigorous procedures. 
Our study has the potential to make several theoretical contributions. First, our conceptualization of 
SMEFL may add to the line of research on the usage of social media in the context of professionals’ learning. 
It may extend the social media literature by provoking IS scholars to ponder to what extent influences of 
social media can spread to various aspects of people’s life. Second, our work may contribute to extant 
workplace learning and adult learning research by comprehensively depicting how professionals use 
multiple social media tools to learn inside and outside the workplace. Our study is among the first to 
scrutinize the fragmentation characteristic of social media-enabled learning. In addition, we expect that our 
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conception of SMEFL will help organizational managers and professionals better understand the emerging 
learning phenomenon. Potential empirical findings may validate the value of SMEFL and increase the 
likelihood that professionals participate in fragmented learning in social media-based spaces.  
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